The subject of stability for children in long-term foster care is an emerging field within social work with vulnerable children. In Sweden, the adoption of foster children is not a common occurrence. Instead, when a child has been placed in foster care for 3 years, the local social welfare committee will consider whether the custody of the child should be transferred to the foster parents regardless of the circumstances of the birth parents, in order to secure stability and a sense of family belonging. Consequently, custody transfers raise questions such as "who is family?" and "who is a parent?" This qualitative interview study with custodians and young people who have experienced custody transfer highlights that who counts as family and as a parent is ambiguous. This article draws attention to how negotiations about family and parenthood revolve around biological, emotional, and relational dimensions. Furthermore, we show that stability for children in care has to be understood in terms of processes over time and not as the result of a single decision of custody transfer. Consequently, social workers need to take several aspects into account when they assess family belonging and stability for children in foster care.
decided by the district courts following an application made by the LSWC. The application can only be initiated by the LSWC, and an assessment from them is always obtained on the matter. The intention is that the child will stay in the foster family regardless of the circumstances of the biological parents. Continuity is given priority, and the intention is that the child or young person should stay in an environment where he or she is settled. Consequently, custody transfers relate to complex questions such as "who and what is a family?" and "who is a parent?" However, there is no research concerning the effects of custody transfers and children's experiences.
In this explorative qualitative study with 11 young people aged [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] and 12 custodians, we have investigated the relational and practical aspects of custody transfers. In this article, we will analyse how parenting and family is constructed by custodians and young people with experience of custody transfer.
| Custody transfers in Sweden
The Social Service Act clearly states that decisions regarding custody transfers should only be brought to the fore when considered the best way forward for the individual child or young person. There is limited previous research about custody transfers in Sweden. Studies regarding long-term placement acknowledged custody transfer as one way to enhance continuity for children in care (Nordin, 2003) .
Continuity in the relationships with foster parents can only be legally guaranteed by a custody transfer (Mattsson, 2010 and Table 1 ). However, Mattson argues that the requisite "in the best interests of the child" can be interpreted in different ways and is therefore vague. In the same study, Mattsson (2010) states that there are similarities between the Swedish cases of custody transfers, on the one hand, and adoption without parental consent, on the other.
A custody transfer gives priority to principles of continuity for the child, and thus, birth parents' circumstances and capacities have less significance for the decision (Table 2) . When a child has stayed in a foster home for 3 years, it is argued that this home has become the natural base for the child. In 2014, 28,700 Swedish children and young people were placed in out-of-home care at some time during the year.
Around 19,500 were placed in foster care (Socialstyrelsen, 2015) . Statistics show that, in spite of rules and policies about custody transfers, only a minority of children in foster care are subject to custody transfers. In 2013, 259 children and young people in Sweden experienced a custody transfer from birth parents to foster parents (Statens offentliga utredningar, 2015:71) . Social workers' uncertainty regarding the child's family belonging and anxiety among foster carers of losing support from social services are mentioned as explanatory reasons for the low rate (Statens offentliga utredningar, 2015) .
| THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH

| Family and parenting as practices
A recurrent argument in court decisions as to why a custody transfer is in the best interests of the child is that the child has a sense of belonging to the foster family and recognizes the foster parents as his/her parents (Wissö, Höjer, & Johansson, 2017) . Following this, social workers might strive to determine where the child is rooted, employing a perspective on family as a stable and fixed entity, and that children belong to one family. However, the fluid nature of family has received sociological attention, and emphasis has been placed upon family as a socially constructed relationship rather than a closed entity based on biological bonds. Concepts such as "family practices" (Morgan, 2011) and "family display" (Dermott & Seymour, 2011; Finch, 2007) have aimed at understanding the social processes through which families are constituted. Finch (2007) argues that families need to be displayed and done. Display is the process by which individuals, and groups of individuals, convey to each other and to relevant audiences that certain actions of theirs constitute "doing family things" and thereby confirm that these relationships are "family relationships" (Finch, 2007: p. 67 ).
For children in foster care, fluidity in family relationships is often discussed in terms of instability. Lee and Whiting (2007) describe relationships for placed children as "relationships in transition," because they change over time. Moving into a foster home implies that children have to cope with a new living environment and to create new relationships with caregivers (Coy, 2009; Unrau, 2007) .
Longitudinal studies of children in foster care have shown that foster families can become "a family for life," but children can have multiple family belongings as well (Andersson, 2009 care in Sweden can be described as a "three-part" parenthood, shared by birth parents, social workers, and caregivers (Skoog, Khoo, & Nygren, 2015) .
Because there is no fixed definition of who is a parent or what constitutes parenthood, we depart from a theoretical understanding of parenting as practice (e.g., Morgan, 2011 , Cheal, 2002 Lewis & Welsh, 2005) . A sociological perspective of parenting as practice can offer wider explorations of family lives and parenting, lacking the preoccupation with the quality of the emotional relationships that is more typical of developmental approaches (Goodyer, 2012) . Parenting practices are practices that are defined as such by various actors.
Consequently, "Doing good parenthood refers to contextual and situated practices through which parents, children and others enact, negotiate and construct the good in parenting." (Sparrman, Westerling, Lind, & Dannesbo, 2016: p. 3 ). Other researchers have adopted more concrete tools for the analysis of parenting practices. Lewis and Welsh (2005) suggest the following four dimensions of practice: activities (doing things with the child), macro responsibilities (economic supply, nurturing, and guidance), micro responsibilities (practical aspects such as cooking and homework help), and cognitive and emotional involvement (being there for the child and thinking about the child).
Custody transfers serve as an example to explore elements of continuity and change in parenting and family lives.
| THE STUDY
The focus of this paper is the analysis of data from interviews with 12 custodian couples (former foster carers) and 11 young people. The research team consists of three senior researchers with experience of child welfare research.
| Sample
The custodian sample consisted of previous foster carers in 12 different foster families, the majority of them cohabiting in a heterosexual relationship. In most of the families, the couple were interviewed together, but, in some cases, only one of the custodians was able to participate in the interview. Most of the custody transfers had taken place around a year prior to the interview.
We decided not to interview children and custodians within the same family. We argued that our interviewees might feel limited in talking to us if they knew that we would also interview their custodian/child. Consequently, the youth sample is not equivalent to the custodian sample. The youth sample consisted of 11 young people, six girls and five boys. The custody transfers had all taken place around a year prior to the interviews. All reported that they had been placed in foster care due to problems in their home environment. All children had had contact with their birth parents, as well as with other members of their birth family, during their placement in foster care.
The total sample concerns both voluntary and compulsory out-ofhome placements but only nonkinship foster care. Because the selection was influenced by social workers, it is likely that the sample is biased, for example, towards people who are content with the decision regarding custody transfer. Another limitation of this study is the small number of cases, and it is possible that those who agreed to participate might differ from the wider population of children/young people in care
and their foster carers. Thus, our findings cannot be generalized to all custodians and children who have experienced custody transfer. However, the findings point to themes and questions that are relevant on a more general level for the theoretical understanding of family and parenting, during and after placement in foster care.
| Data collection
Social workers in the south-west of Sweden identified children and custodians who met the sample criteria and then provided custodians and children with information about the study. Thereafter, the social workers asked children and custodians whether they wanted to participate. If they consented, the social workers informed the researchers, who provided these individuals with information letters.
The letters contained information about the study, children's and custodians' right to decline participation at any time in the interview process, and confidentiality by anonymizing material prior to publication. Two young people who had reached 18 at the time of the interview gave their own consent.
We also tried to find participants through court decisions regarding custody transfers. Court decisions are public documents, and all decisions in 2012 regarding custody transfers were collected from four district courts in the south-west of Sweden, in total, 32 decisions. 1 In half of the cases, the invitation letter was sent by mail to ask for the custodians' participation, whereas, for the remainder, we asked for the participation of the young person. For children under the age of 15, the letter was sent to the custodians. The response rate was, however, low, and only resulted in three participants, all custodians.
| Measures
The aim of the interviews was to explore experiences of custody transfer with a focus on family relations and everyday life. Participants were asked open, thematic questions about their experiences.
The interviews with young people concerned life before and after the custody transfer and addressed the following themes: relationships with foster parents and siblings, contact and relationships with birth family, other significant relationships, everyday life, and experiences and reflections about the custody transfer. In the interviews with young people, a drawing tool, concentric circles of closeness, was used. This method, which derives from psychological studies, has been used successfully in sociological research and in research with children (Eldén, 2012; Mason & Tipper, 2008) . The value of the tool is that it captures relationships of both practical and emotional care. When the interviewees explained and reflected upon the drawings, it revealed how family and parenting practices are being constructed.
Interviews with custodians revolved around their experiences of being a foster family, the custody transfer, relationships, and parenting practices before and after the custody transfer, and everyday life.
An interview guide was used as a checklist at the end of the interview.
The geographical setting for the interview was chosen by the interviewee. All custodians were interviewed in their homes during the day, when the children were at school. The young people chose different places for the interview-in their home, at a café, or at the interviewer's office. One interview was conducted via video call on the Internet.
| Analysis
Interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees and transcribed following Gibbs (2007) . The transcribed interview material was analysed by thematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and was guided by the research questions and the chosen theoretical concepts, family practices, and parenting practices. All interviews were conducted by one senior researcher in the research team. However, there was a close collaboration throughout the research process, not least in the analysis, crosschecking, and agreeing on coding that has led to the findings we discuss in this paper.
Special attention was given to ethical concerns regarding children and research. Cater and Øverlien (2014) argue that general methods used in the social sciences can be used, although with some modification, but never reduced to a number of principles to be handled routinely. What is needed in this kind of research is "reflective responsibility" (Cater & Øverlien, 2014: p. 76 4 | FINDINGS
| Different perspectives on parenting
The interviewed custodians witnessed that the three-part parenthood was, at times, challenging. During the placement, the foster parents ordinarily invited birth parents to attend meetings at school, health check-ups, and graduations, but that the birth parents often chose not to participate. Before the custody transfer, they found it difficult to cooperate with the birth parents, because they needed their consent in various matters, and it was not always easy to locate the birth parents or to persuade them to participate in decisions about school matters, applying for a passport, or decisions about medical treatment and care. After the custody transfer, the former foster parents no longer needed birth parents' consent.
Many of the interviewed custodians said that they did not view the birth parents as "real parents" because they did not act according These quotes are examples from the data, which stress the moral aspects of parenthood (Sparrman et al., 2016) . However, the custodians did not refer to themselves as "super parents" but underline the "ordinary."
Being a parent is about being there. It's nothing extraordinary. But if you are a good parent, your child can come home from school, knowing that there will be food in the fridge, that the parents are sober, that there is no violence. Ensuring that the home is a safe place.
(Robertsson, custodian)
The young people interviewed were aware that their birth parents did not meet the standards of good parenting in a Swedish context, and there had been situations when they had been let down in various ways. However, in contrast to the new custodians, the young people did acknowledge some parenting practices when they talked about their birth parents.
I know that mum is the way she is. This girl had not met her birth mother physically for several years due to geographical distance but saw and talked to her on the computer every week. Another girl said that she had contact with her birth mother and siblings on Instagram and Facebook.
I think we both think it is fun. She can see what I do. I
can decide what to publish, and she can comment and send emojis. It feels like she is interested in what I do.
(Bella, age 14)
In our data, custodians associated parenting practices with caring practices. Caring involved all dimensions mentioned by Lewis and Welsh (2005) , such as activities, guidance, cooking, being there, and thinking about the child. For the young people, parenting practices
were not solely about caring practices, symbolic values and blood ties were also acknowledged. However, it was clear that the young people primarily turned to their new custodians when they wanted help, comfort, or advice. This finding is not surprising, bearing in mind that the young people had experienced neglect and social problems when they were living with their birth parents. They had also been placed in the foster family for several years. 
| The role of the social worker in shared parenting
A custody transfer entails that the three-part parenting model is disrupted, because the decision implies that the case is closed and social workers no longer evaluate the foster placements. Previous research has revealed that children have varied types of contact with social workers in Sweden, ranging from phone calls to visits at the placement or meetings at the social service agency (Skoog et al., 2015) . The young people in our study have had various experiences of the social workers' role in the three-part parenting. For some young people, the relationship with the social worker was tense and surrounded by uncertainty.
Social services wanted me to live with my father, and I didn't want that, so I was a bit worried… I wanted to stay with my foster mother, and I definitely did not want to stay with my father. But it was like the social worker wanted to persuade me that it would be the best solution for me to move back with him. (Alexandra, age 16)
In general, the young people did not express that they missed their social worker after the custody transfer.
The social worker used to come here, like a couple of times each year, maybe four times or so. I guess she was okay, she asked me questions about how I was doing, what school was like and so. But I don't miss her.
It is a good thing that I no longer have a social worker. Previous research has stressed that trusting relationships with a social worker might be important for the well-being of children in care (Skoog et al., 2015) . In our data, both custodians and young people generally acknowledge macro dimensions of parenting practices (Lewis & Welsh, 2005) when they talk about the social worker's contribution in care. Before the custody transfer, social workers were responsible for decisions regarding visitation plans and overarching care issues. The young people interviewed seemed content with the social worker not being part of their lives, which can be interpreted as, after a custody transfer, the everyday life and routines are no longer disturbed by social workers who visit and ask intrusive questions. It is important to remember that these young people differ from other youths in care, especially young people who have experienced instability in care, meaning that they have moved from one foster home to another. The young people had experienced stable placements for many years, and it is reasonable to suppose that the role of the social worker becomes less significant in their everyday lives.
For the new custodians, the removal of the social worker caused some anxiety, as they could no longer discuss matters concerning the child with the social worker. In particular, the custodians feared decisions regarding the child's contact with their birth parents. In one case, the social worker had, a few years ago, decided that the children (two siblings) should not meet with their birth mother because she acted in unpredictable ways due to her mental health problems, which frightened the children. These custodians feared what would happen if the mother would question this decision in the future.
When we were foster carers, we could always telephone Tina [a social worker], and she could give us advice and calm us down. She is so wise and she listened to us and gave solid advice, and in many cases, she confirmed our thoughts and actions. But now she is no longer our social worker. (Svensson, custodian)
Our findings suggest that social workers can serve as "co-parent"; someone the foster carers can turn to for guidance. However, the young people described the social worker as distant, not as an involved parent in their everyday life.
| Constructing family before and after a custody transfer
The interviewed custodians talked about the children who used to be their foster children as their children and part of their family. Family is something that is formed through various practices directed towards other family members (Morgan, 2011) . The custodians' accounts of family life included spending time together, such as family meals, going on vacation, and sharing thoughts and experiences.
Stability, love, and warmth were frequently occurring words in the custodians' accounts of the family. These accounts stress that family is a quality rather than a thing (Morgan, 2011) . Nevertheless, for the custodians, the question about who is and who is not part of the family became more important in some situations. For example, it was important that their friends and relatives acknowledged the former foster children as part of their family. However, this was not always the case, which became particularly visible at birthday celebrations and Christmas.
My parents treat our children equally, but my husband's family only give presents to our biological children. It makes me so upset but I don't know how to tell them.
(Turesson, custodian)
The quote above illuminates claims by Dermott and Seymour (2011) that family display becomes especially important in family rituals and ceremonies such as birthdays.
When the custodians talked about family members, they included their biological children, former and current foster children, their own parents, and siblings. Some of the custodians had children from previous relationships who were included in the family. Thus, families were dynamic and had changed over time. Families can also be defined and constructed legally. Several custodians reported that before the custody transfer, they had struggled with anxiety, not knowing if and when the child would be removed to another foster home or to the birth parents. Mrs and Mr Karlsson became foster carers 7 years ago when an 8-year-old girl was placed in their home due to her mother's mental health problems. The initial plan was that the girl would return to her mother within a year.
We knew that she [the foster child] was a loan, and that she was not really ours, but I felt very early on that she was my child. We talked about it, me and my husband,
"What if social services will take her away, what will we do?" (Karlsson, custodian)
The decision of custody transfer served as proof that the child would stay in the family. However, the young people and custodians agreed that everyday life and relationships were similar before and after the decision. The custodians argued that it was not possible to love the children more-they already loved them, and they were part of the family even when they were foster children. Thus, the custody transfer could also be seen as a confirmation of their present everyday life and not only about staying with the foster parents. The custody transfer became a guarantee that other important relations and practices could be carried on.
| DISCUSSION
In this article, we have adopted a sociological lens (Dermott & Seymour, 2011; Morgan, 2011) and analysed how family and parenting are constructed by custodians and young people with experience of a custody transfer, from birth parents to foster parents. We do not attempt to evaluate whether a custody transfer is in "the best interests of the child" or its consequences in terms of stability. Previous research has stressed that adoption and long-term foster care should be introduced or strengthened to the agenda of child protection (Pösö et al., 2014) . In Sweden, legislation assumes that a custody transfer can bring stability to children in foster care. Our findings show that a custody transfer can bring a feeling of certainty; the child will not be removed to another foster home or to birth parents. Taking into account research about adoption where children are removed from foster parents (Boswell & Cudmore, 2017; Browning, 2015; Wretham & Woolgar, 2017) , custody transfers can be considered as a less intrusive decision.
However, our analysis has presented a more complex view of family and family belonging. In the beginning of this article, we referred to child welfare in Sweden as being family-oriented. We argue that the concept of family is associated with a fixed notion of family as consisting of biological bonds. For the young people we interviewed, family is a broad concept, context-related, and including both kin and nonkin relationships. In line with Pösö et al. (2014) , we argue that the family-oriented perspective is challenged by a childcentric orientation, in which valuing children's needs, rights, and voice is central. Our findings illustrate that, for a young person in care, stability is about feeling safe in their everyday life and about having a stable social environment including school, friends, leisure activities, and other supportive adults. Consequently, from a child-centric perspective, stability has to be understood as a process occurring over time and not as a consequence of a single decision.
Our findings point to themes and questions that are relevant for the theoretical understanding of family and parenting, during and after a placement. Even though a custody transfer implies that birth parents no longer have any legal responsibilities, our data suggest that birth parents are significant for many young people. The young people in our data seem to be forgiving towards their birth parents, and parenting practices move beyond the good parenthood discourse (Sparrman et al., 2016 ). We do not find evidence which suggested that the young people interviewed felt torn between birth parents and foster parents. Following Maaskant, van Rooij, Bos, and Hermanns (2016) , this can be interpreted as the young people in our study were not particularly worried about their birth parents and that they had stable relationships with their new custodians.
Out of the data, it can be argued that the young people who witnessed positive aspects of contact with their birth parents had all been placed in foster care when they were 8-12 years old.
Drawing on previous research (Maaskant et al., 2016) , it can be supposed that children who were placed in foster care as infants have had fewer opportunities to build relationships with their birth parents. Consequently, the contact with birth parents might be less significant for children who have been in foster care since they were very young.
However, the custody transfer places greater responsibilities on the former foster parents. How parenting can be shared among foster parents, custodians, and birth parents needs to be discussed, and expectations from different actors need to be made visible. When parenting practices are described and categorized in theory (Dermott & Seymour, 2011; Lewis & Welsh, 2005) , online interactions and communications are seldom acknowledged. In the digital age, the Internet is playing an important role in young people's everyday lives, and the youths interviewed acknowledged online interactions with their birth parents as a form of parenting practice. New mobile technologies such as smartphones and tablet computers have increased the possibility to make contact with family members, and this is an important area for further studies.
| CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK
International comparisons have revealed that cultural expectations about the family determine how theory is interpreted and used.
The legislation surrounding custody transfers stipulates that stability for children in care depends on a stable placement and helping the children to find a family for life. However, we argue that there is a risk that social workers, in assessments regarding whether a custody transfer is the best solution for the child, depart from a simplistic model where children primarily belong to one family or the other.
The young people interviewed revealed that families are not fixed entities and that both biological and relational aspects are considered when families are constructed. Thus, there is a need for social work practitioners to move away from a simplistic binary model that family constitutes as either the foster family or the birth family. Consequently, social workers need to take several aspects into account when they assess how stability for children can be understood, such as significant relationships, education, and leisure activities.
There remain, however, many complex questions about custody transfers, such as how to handle contact with birth parents and shared parenting, both before and after a custody transfer. Our sample was very small, and it is not possible to make wider generalizations of the findings. We conclude that greater attention to long-term placements would be of great benefit to the foster families, birth parents, and children. Our findings stress that shared parenting and parenthood from a distance need to be further investigated, especially in the digital era, as children and young people communicate frequently with members of their birth families on smartphones and computer tablets.
ENDNOTES
1 In the same regions where the social workers were employed in the selected district courts, 32 decisions addressing custody transfers from birth parents to foster parents were made in 2012.
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